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Abstract 
We measured feelings of power, envy, deservingness, self-threat and schadenfreude under 
deserving and deserving conditions. Following on the research of van de Ven, Zeelenberg, 
and Pieters (2009) and van Dijk, Ouwerkerk, Goslinga, and Nieweg (2005) to name a few, 
we wished to see what the influence of power, envy, deservingness, and self-threat were on 
schadenfreude. Specifically, we hypothesized that a low power position, envy, high 
deservingness and high self-threat would result in higher levels of schadenfreude. We 
manipulated deservingness by means of an auction game. Schadenfreude was measured by 
means of a probability game. Envy and deservingness were not good predictors of 
schadenfreude. High self-threat resulted in higher levels of schadenfreude. These findings 
suggest that individuals may experience schadenfreude in response to self-threat.  
 Keywords: Deserving, Envy, Schadenfreude, Self-threat, probability, auction 
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Power, Envy, & Decision Making 
“You can’t always get what you want.” – The Rolling Stones, 1969, track 9, Let it bleed.  
People can experience many emotions when they cannot acquire something they 
want. Sadness, disappointment and envy are possible examples. What happens when a second 
party is added to the equation? Specifically, what would happen if another person were to be 
in charge of deciding whether or not you were to acquire something? For instance, imagine a 
colleague, of equal qualities and thus seemingly no better than yourself, who is put in charge 
of making the work schedule. Because this person was given this task with no apparently 
superior qualities, you may see his/her new position as undeserved. How would you feel if, 
with his/her new acquired power, he/she decided you were to receive most or all of the most 
undesired shifts? Would you develop resentment for the unfair treatment? As can be seen in 
this example, factors such as power and resentment can come into play in such situations. 
Other factors that may come into play in similar situations are envy and schadenfreude.  
Here, we explore situations in which there are two people with unequal power where one 
person is making the decisions and determining outcomes for the other.  
Power 
Power is one factor that is salient in many social situations. For instance, power 
differential exists in a family situation where parents have more power over their children. 
Power differentials exists in work situations where the boss has power over his/her 
employees. In the educational system, teacher and professors have power over their students. 
Power can be defined as ‘control over resources.’ In line with Keltner, Gruenfeld and 
Anderson (2000), we specify resources as both material and social: If one were to have no 
say in a decisions, they could be considered socially powerless and are thus at a lower power 
position than the other. If one were to have less money than another and thus be able to do 
less, they could also be considered as having less material power. A low power position 
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places social and/or material constraints on an individual which may affect emotions, 
cognition, and behavior of that individual. The specific cognitions and behaviors may depend 
on whether or not that power position was deserved or not.  
Deservingness 
For something to be deserved, one has to be worthy of it. Deservingness reflects a 
merit that is acquired based on specific qualities or actions.  In the above example of the 
colleague having been given the power over the roster, one could see this as an undeserved 
promotion because they had no superior quality. If the colleague had performed extra tasks 
for the boss, which proved they had good planning skills, the position could be seen as 
deserved. Deservingness can evoke feelings and emotions in people both in high and low 
power positions. Particularly, as Feather (2010) describes, “deservingness is a key variable in 
determining reported affect about another’s positive or negative outcome” (pp.50). One could 
imagine that if a person is undeservingly put in a high power position, one could begin to feel 
resentment towards that person. If something negative were to happen to that high power 
individual, what kind of emotions would be evoked? 
Mertins, Egbert and Könen (2013) looked at deservingness in the form of a taxing 
situation. Participants were put into a situation where there were both tax proposer and 
responder. The respondents were offered a new tax proposal and would choose to either 
accept or resist the proposal. The results showed that responders were more accepting of the 
proposals when they felt that the proposer had earned their proposer position rather than 
being randomly assigned to said position. As a result, there was more resistance measured 
when the proposer was deemed unfairly chosen. Subsequently, they found that the 
respondents were willing to “accept harmful allocation decisions if the decision-maker has 
been appointed by a procedure she individually considers “fair” or “right to use” (pp.117)”. 
This phenomenon is known as the entitlement effect, and we  can conclude it affects whether 
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or not respondents will go along with a proposal, depending on whether or not the one 
making the proposal fairly earned that position. This finding suggests emotion is not only 
evoked when one is put in a lower power position. Emotion is evoked when there is an 
interplay between the distributions of power as well as whether or not that position or 
distribution is justified or deserved.  
Envy 
Envy can be present in any situation where there can be a form of comparison. In the 
case of the undeserved low power individual, envy can be an emotion felt by comparing both 
the deserving spectrum and the power spectrum. The Oxford English Dictionary defines envy 
as “malignant or hostile feeling; ill-will, malice, enmity” (“Envy”, 1989). Another, more 
detailed description is provided by van de Ven, Zeelenberg, and Pieters (2009). They found 
that envy is experienced when one lacks a superior quality that another possesses, and that 
envy produces a desire for the other to lose that quality or for one to gain it. Additionally, 
Bringham, Kelso, Jackson, and Smith (1997), state that the state of envy occurs when another 
person has good fortune. Although this is more directed towards the cause of envy, it helps in 
encompassing all aspects of envy. Combining both definitions provides us with a more 
complete picture of what envy encompasses. Here we define envy as the displeasuring, 
malicious state that occurs when one witnesses another achieve a goal, acquire a possession 
or possess a superior quality as opposed to one self. This definition defines the temporal 
dynamics of the state of mind of the one feeling envy: from the initial displeasuring state to 
wanting the other to lose what they have.  
Van de Ven, Zeelenberg and Pieters (2009) found evidence that there are two kinds of 
envy: benign and malicious. Their study focused on whether or not envy works as a pulling-
down motivator or pulling-up motivator. A pulling-up motivator is something that functions 
as a motivator that ‘pulls one up’ in the sense that they are motivated to also acquire that 
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object or quality, or pulling themselves up to the level of the other person. A pulling-down 
motivator motivates one to bring the other one down to your position. When asking the 
participants to describe a situation in which they experienced either sort of envy and what this 
did to them, they found that there are two ends of the envy spectrum. On the one end, a more 
positive end, there is benign envy. This envy regards the other’s deservingness of the 
acquired object, goal or quality. As previously mentioned, envy is a displeasuring state. 
When feeling benign envy, one is known to have negative feelings towards the other. This is 
because they feel inferior and ashamed about their thoughts. They also say that one of the 
main characteristics of benign envy, or rather, one of the predispositions, is a similarity 
between the perceiver and the envied person. However, as this is the positive side of the 
spectrum, we note that these individuals feel “ashamed of their thoughts” (van de Ven, 
Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2009, pp.423) and that they look to the envied person with admiration; 
they want to get to their level and thus experience envy as a pulling-up motivator. 
On the other side of the spectrum there is malicious envy. Naturally, this envy regards 
the undeservingness of an achievement. Van de Ven, Zeelenberg, and Pieters (2009) state that 
this kind of envy “results in a wish for the other to lose it (pp.426)” and that “those that 
experience this do not feel ashamed because they feel that their negative attitude toward the 
other is justified (pp.423)”. Here we can see that malicious envy works as a pulling-down 
motivator. They note that some characteristics of malicious envy are “low perceived control, 
and perceived unfairness (pp.422)”. Feather and Sherman (2002), in their study to find what 
the reactions are towards deserved and undeserved achievements of others also found 
evidence supporting the ‘pulling-down motivator,’ and found links between envy and feelings 
of deservingness and injustice. There was more reported envy experienced towards the higher 
achiever than the average achiever. The high achievers success was seen as less deserving 
and justified in the low effort condition. From these studies we can deduce that there are two 
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forms of envy: benign and malicious. They both regard the other’s deservingness of the good 
fortune as well as produce negative feelings. However, benign envy motivates one to pursue 
and achieve the same goals, whereas malicious envy creates feelings of resentment and works 
as a pulling-down motivator.   
There is a clear link between the two forms of envy and power. As mentioned, benign 
envy is a positive motivator, not wanting to take from the other or wanting the other to lose 
their acquisition, but rather to also get to that level. In the case of a low power individual, 
benign envy would thus motivate that individual to get to the same level as the high power 
individual. On the other hand, malicious envy, wanting the other to lose what they have, 
reflects very egoistic and negative feelings. From this we can adopt the notion that those who 
feel malicious envy are self-serving individuals and will thus be motivated to bring the high 
power individual down to their low power position.  
Schadenfreude 
Another aspect that is very much linked to envy is schadenfreude. This emotion is 
almost the opposite of envy: it is pleasure at another’s suffering. The clear link between this 
and malicious envy is the fact that schadenfreude “results when an envied person experiences 
a deserved misfortune (Bringham, Kelso, Jackson, & Smith, 1997, pp.363)”. Here, the one 
feeling malicious envy, and therefore wanting the other to be brought down to their level, will 
want the other to suffer from a misfortune in order to bring them down. This, then, may 
evoke schadenfreude.  
Self-threat 
As human beings aiming towards a high self-worth, feeling pleasure at another’s 
misfortune could make one wonder what kind of a person could have such feelings. What do 
these individuals think of themselves? How do they compare themselves to the other? Do 
they have high or low self-esteem? To explore the concept of social comparison, one would 
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need to look into identity theory. In identity theory, as outlined by Stets & Burke (2000), one 
creates their identity through the process of categorization; that is, by categorizing oneself in 
a specific group or groups and their subsequent role in a structured society. Perhaps, in the 
case of the undeserving low power individual, they may not feel as if they should belong to 
the low power group.  They may feel as if they deserve a high power position. The resentful 
or envious feeling towards the other might therefore reflect the longing to belong to their 
category, and thus give them back their identity. Envy, either malicious or benign may thus 
work as a motivator to aid the individual in returning to their categorical identity.  
A study done by van Dijk, Ouwerkerk, Wesseling, and van Koningsbruggen (2011) 
found that some individuals will feel more schadenfreude than others. Their study, which 
examined the impact of self-evaluation threat on schadenfreude, manipulated self-evaluation 
threat by means of giving the participants positive or negative feedback on a task they had 
just completed. They were then asked to read two interviews. The first interview was of a 
student. The participants were then asked to complete a measure of their feelings toward the 
student in the interview before reading the second interview, which was of one of the 
students’ professors. The interview states that the student has had a setback. The participant’s 
reactions were then assessed. They found that the participants that had received negative 
feedback on their performance experienced more schadenfreude towards the student than 
those that got positive feedback.  
Another similar study was performed that same year by Van Dijk, Koningsbruggen, 
Ouwerkerk, and Wesseling (2011), this time focusing more on self-esteem, self-affirmation 
and schadenfreude. This study offered more support for this link between self-threat and 
schadenfreude. They found that “(a) low self-esteem participants experienced more 
schadenfreude than high self-esteem participants … (b) low self-esteem participants felt more 
self-threat than high-self-esteem participants … (c) …participants who felt self-threatened 
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experienced more schadenfreude than those who felt less self-threatened” (pp.1447). From 
these studies we can derive that those with low self-esteem and high self-threat will feel a 
higher level of schadenfreude because they have a stronger need for self-enhancement.  
Hypotheses 
 In order to determine how all mentioned psychological factors play a role, we need to 
manipulate power and deservingness by creating a dyad in which one individual is 
deservingly or undeservingly put in a high or low power position. Role distribution can be 
based on a series of tasks to determine whether the individual has earned their role. Once the 
individuals have been put in said roles, we can then look into the factors envy, schadenfreude 
and self-threat.  
 In order to examine envy, we need to look at the distribution of power (the 
deserved/undeserved power positions). As Feather & Sherman (2002) found, “people in a 
position of disadvantage may feel envious toward those who enjoy an advantage and also 
angry because they may believe that their own disadvantage was through no fault of their 
own, beyond their personal control, and therefore undeserved (p.953)”. Therefore, in line 
with Feather & Sherman (2002), our first prediction is that the low power individuals will 
feel envy towards the high power individuals when they are undeservingly put in said 
position.  
Secondly, we wish to focus on how deservingness and power are inter-related, as 
suggested by Feather & Sherman (2002), and also extend it towards feelings of envy instead 
of directly towards schadenfreude as van Dijk et al. (2010) did. In this way, we wish to 
explore the mental process of progressing from one emotional state (envy) to another 
(schadenfreude). According to van Dijk, Ouwekerk, Goslinga, and Nieweg (2005) “the more 
a target is responsible for his/her own misfortune, the more this misfortune is seen as 
deserved, which in turn elicits more schadenfreude. (p.938)”. From this, we can predict that 
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the one making the decisions (the high power individual), will elicit more schadenfreude in 
the low power individual when confronted with a misfortune because this outcome is seen as 
deserved.  We thus expect a positive correlation between deservingness and schadenfreude.  
Envy, as previously mentioned, is closely linked to schadenfreude. Schadenfreude is 
reportedly higher when there are high levels of envy (van Dijk et al., 2005). This positive 
correlation leads us to our next prediction: those who feel envy towards a person, regardless 
of whether the other deserves or does not deserve their higher power position, will experience 
schadenfreude.  
Identity theory states that people long for a positive self-view. Being put in a low-
power position, whether deserved or undeserved, will thus threaten ones self-worth. Leach, 
Spears, Branscombe, and Doosje (2003) found that “affective pleasure of schadenfreude is a 
way in which in-groups can compensate for a status inferiority that threatens their self-worth 
(p.933)”. Although their findings are based on social identity theory, from their findings we 
can derive that the affective pleasure of schadenfreude is a way in which one can compensate 
for their low self-worth. From this we can derive our final prediction, namely, that 
individuals will feel schadenfreude as a way to compensate for their lowered self-view. 
Method 
Participants 
There were 155 participants (25 males, 130 females) ranging from ages 15 years to 57 
years (M = 22.61, SD = 7.23). Because the pie charts we used were colored, we also asked if 
the students were colorblind. Of the 155 participants, only one was colorblind.  
Materials 
The study was conducted online using the survey software, Qualtrics©. As the 
experiment was carried out online, the participant could complete the task at any given time 
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from any location, provided they had access to a computer, tablet or mobile phone with a 
steady internet connection.  
The participants were recruited via open means. We used Sona to post the link to the 
experiment for those students of Leiden University that needed to participate for credits. We 
hung advertisement posters around the Leiden University Faculty of Social Sciences building.  
The researchers also used their social networks to reach out to a wider public. Anyone 
interested in participating in the experiment for money was asked to send an email to the 
researchers from which they would receive the experimental link.   
Design 
We used a 2 (deservingness: high vs low) x 2 (power: high vs low) between subjects 
design. Deservingness was manipulated by either 1: participant or the opponent winning the 
first game and thus deserving the high power position, or, 2: the participant or the opponent 
losing and nonetheless being given the high power position thus not deserving the high power 
position. The participant was always placed in the low power position. The outcomes of the 
trials were either positive or negative for both the participant and the ‘opponent’. 
Procedure 
Once the participant opened the link, they first needed to agree to the informed 
consent. This provided information as follows: the participant would take part in two games, 
they would be asked questions about their reaction to these games, it would take 
approximately 45 minutes, and that they could participate in a lottery for a €50.00 gift 
certificate from bol.com. They were also told that participation is completely voluntary, that 
they may stop at any time and that all information would be treated anonymously. They were 
also provided with an email and phone number in case they had any questions, comments or 
concerns regarding the experiment. By clicking the arrow, they agreed to the conditions and 
started the experiment. 
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The participants were told that they were playing against an opponent but that their 
opponent’s responses had been previously recorded in the first round of data collection for 
the study. They were also informed that the experiment consisted of two games: a first-bid 
sealed auction and a reward/loss probability game. After each set of instructions, in order to 
check that the student had understood the instructions to both games, a series of example 
questions were asked with answers provided after each question.  
During the auction game, the participant was asked to bid for an unknown monetary 
value. The exact formulation was “There is €X on the table. What do you think the value is?” 
They were asked to fill in a number between 0 and 50. If the guessed value was under the 
value of X and closer to the opponents’ guess, they won the round. If their guessed value was 
over the value of X, they lost the round. The participant was told that the results of the game 
would determine who would make the decisions in the second game. In the high deserving 
condition, the participant was told that their opponent outperformed them and that they were 
thus placed in the subordinate role. The opponent would be making all decisions on their 
behalf. In the low deserving condition, the participant was informed that they outperformed 
the opponent but that the experimenter decided that they would nonetheless be placed in the 
subordinate position and that their opponent would be making all decisions on their behalf. 
Participants completed 12 trials, either winning 5 or 7 trials, thus earning €20.00 or €28.00 
fictive euros. 
The probability game followed the deservingness manipulation.  After reading the 
instructions and performing practice questions, the participants were asked to indicate the 
threshold for themselves (at what percentage they would accept the gamble). They are also 
asked to indicate their opponent’s threshold. Following these questions, the probability game 
began. Each trial was setup as follows: on the first page, the participant saw a pie chart. There 
were two colored sections, green and red. The green section indicated the probability of 
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winning and the red section indicated the probability of losing (written percentage was also 
provided). They were asked if they would gamble or take the sure bet. For each gamble, they 
would either win or lose €5.00. They also had the option of taking the sure bet of €0.50. On 
the next page they saw the decision and the outcome. On that same page, they were asked to 
indicate their satisfaction with the outcome on a slider ranging from 0 to 100, where 0 was 
completely unsatisfied and 100 was completely satisfied. Since the participant has been put in 
the subordinate position, the opponent made all the decisions. The participant thus only saw 
what the opponent had decided for them and then indicated their satisfaction with each 
outcome. There were a total of 80 trials, 40 for the participant and 40 for the computer. The 
participant viewed all trials.  
After the probability game was completed, we asked participants a few questions 
about their reactions to the games. Firstly, there was a two-item manipulation check [e.g.. I 
had the feeling that I had control] to measure whether or not the participant felt they were in 
control or not. This is followed by a three item [e.g. I felt bad for opponent in regards to the 
outcomes] envy measure, a two item [e.g. I feel less good if I compare my results to my 
opponents’] self-threat measure, a six item [e.g. I think the other has earned their outcome] 
deservingness measure and a fifteen item [e.g.. It is sometimes quite amusing to hear that 
successful people sometimes have problems] newly developed scale to measure dispositional 
schadenfreude. Finally, we recorded gender and age.  
After the measurements, the debriefing appeared on the screen. The debriefing 
informed the participant that the experiment was actually measuring schadenfreude and that 
they were falsely led to believe that they were playing against an actual opponent when in 
fact this was all manipulated and the opponents’ responses were pre-programmed. We 
provided an email and telephone number for questions, comments or concerns. The total 
amount of time for the entire experiment including the informed consent, instructions, the 
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auction game, the probability game, the measurements and the debriefing was approximately 
45 minutes. We offered €5.00 or 2 credits per participant. We also raffled a €50.00 gift 
certificate to one of the participants after the experiment is completed.  
Results 
Reliability Assessment  
Cronbach alphas for the two power items, three envy items, two self-threat items, six 
deservingness items and fifteen schadenfreude items were .80, .49, .76, .41 and .93 
respectively. Power, self-threat and schadenfreude indicate high internal consistency for their 
scales while envy and deservingness indicate poor internal consistency. Although envy and 
deservingness have low reliability, we nonetheless continued to use them for the remainder of 
the measurements.    
Manipulation Check 
First, we needed to check if our measurement for deservingness correlated with the 
actual deserve and undeserved conditions. We hoped to see a significant difference between 
the measurements of deservingness per condition. We conducted an independent samples t-
test to compare the average of deservingness (based on the deservingness measures) in the 
deserved and undeserved conditions. There was a significant difference in the scores for 
deserving (M = 3.71, SD = 0.74) and undeserving (M = 3.39, SD = 0.66) conditions; t (153) = 
2.832, p = .005, indicating that those put in the deserving condition did indeed feel that the 
position was deserved and those put in the undeserved condition did indeed feel that the 
position was undeserved. Additionally, as the participants were all low-powered individuals 
in the dyad, we expected them to always feel as if they had little power, regardless of the 
condition. An indication of this can be read from the descriptives. On a 1 to 7 point Likert 
scale, the average feeling of power was 1.66 (SD = 0.93). This indicates that the general 
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feeling of power was very low. We can thus assume that our manipulations were carried out 
successfully. 
Probability Threshold 
There was a significant difference in what the participants indicated was an acceptable 
threshold was for themselves and their opponent. Participants would accept significantly 
higher proportions for themselves (M = 0.61, SD = 0.16) than what they thought their 
opponent would accept (M = 0.56, SD = 0.16), t (154) = 4.176, p < .0001. Participants would 
thus accept more secure gambles than they thought their opponents would accept. They 
thought their opponents were more risky than themselves.  
ANOVA  
 We conducted a MANOVA to test our hypotheses. The deservingness position that 
the participant was placed in was the between-subject effect. The within-subject effects were: 
person (self or other) and outcome (win or lose). 
There was a significant main effect of the deservingness conditions, F(1,153) = 
4.138, p = .044; partial η2 = .026), which indicates that being put into the deserving condition 
or the undeserving condition effects the outcome of any of the dependent variables in the 
study. There were no significant differences for the person main effect (self vs. other), 
F(1,153) = .115, p = .063; partial η2 = .001 meaning that there was no traceable difference 
between the participant and the programmed other. There were significant differences in the 
outcomes (win vs. lose), F(1,153) = 191.669, p < .0001; partial η2 = .556. There was a 
significant difference in the scores for overall wins (M = 59.14, SD = 14.48) and overall 
losses (M = 35.60, SD = 14.34).  
There was no significant interaction between person and deservingness condition, 
F(1,153) = .082, p = .775; partial η2 = .001.  There was a significant interaction between the 
outcome and the deservingness condition, F(1,153) = 5.001, p = .027; partial η2 = .032. There 
POWER, ENVY & SCHADENFREUDE     16 
 
was no significant difference between the satisfaction of wins between the conditions 
(Mdeserving= 58.80, SDdeserving = 11.55 vs Mundeserving = 59.42, SDundeserving = 16.09), t (153) = -
.267, p = .790. There was a significant difference in the satisfaction of losses between the 
conditions (Mdeserving = 39.37, SDdeserving = 13.85 vs Mundeserving = 32.49, SDundeserving = 14.07), t 
(153) = 3.052, p = .003. These differences in satisfaction of wins and losses in the conditions 
is depicted in Figure 1.  
 
There was also a significant interaction between person and outcome, F(1,153) = 
237.285, p < .0001; partial η2 = .608. The follow-up t-tests show that all pairs are significantly 
different. Specifically, the average satisfaction of other persons’ wins (M = 40.38, SD = 
25.41) is significantly less than the average satisfaction of the other persons’ losses (M = 
54.07, SD = 26.22), t(154) = -3.73, p < .001. The average of satisfaction of own wins (M = 
77.90, SD = 16.40) is significantly more than the average satisfaction of one’s own losses (M 
= 17.13, SD = 14.76), t(154) = 30.19, p <.001. The average of satisfaction of other person’s 
wins (M = 40.38, SD = 25.41) is significantly less than the average satisfaction of one’s own 
wins (M = 77.90, SD = 16.40), t(154) = -14.59, p < .001. The average of satisfaction of other 
persons’ losses (M = 54.07, SD = 26.22) is significantly more than the average satisfaction of 
one’s own losses (M = 17.13, SD = 14.76), t(154) = 14.64, p < .001. 
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Finally, there was no significant interaction between the participant, outcome and 
deservingness condition, F (1,153) = 1.568, p= .212, partial η2 = .010. 
Regressions  
An ANOVA was performed to see if envy had any effect between on either one of the 
two conditions, deserving and undeserving. The ANOVA shows there was no significant 
difference between the levels of envy for those in the deserving group than the undeserving 
group (M = 3.94, SD = 1.01 vs. M = 3.84, SD = 0.94), F(1,153) = .440, p = .508. This 
hypothesis is thus rejected.   
A simple linear regression was calculated to predict schadenfreude based on 
deservingness. A marginally significant difference was found, F(1,153) = 3.719, p = .056. 
The second hypothesis, the one making the decisions (the high power individual), and thus 
being responsible for the outcomes, will elicit more schadenfreude in the low power 
individual because this outcome is seen as deserved, is accepted.   
The third hypothesis, those who feel envy towards a person, regardless of whether the 
other deserves or does not deserve their higher power position, will experience 
schadenfreude, was also rejected. A linear regression was calculated to predict schadenfreude 
based on envy. An insignificant difference was found, F(1,153) = .438, p = .509.  
Finally, a linear regression was calculated to predict schadenfreude based on self-
threat. A significant difference was found, F(1,153) = 13.47, p < .001. Therefore, the fourth 
and final hypothesis, that individuals will feel schadenfreude as a way to compensate for their 
lowered self-view, has been accepted.  
Discussion 
Firstly, from the reliability analysis we could determine the internal consistency of the 
five measured variables. As previously mentioned, self-threat and schadenfreude had high 
reliabilities. As the study revolved around schadenfreude, the fact that it had the highest 
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reliability was very promising. Unfortunately, both envy and deservingness showed low 
reliability. The values were very poor and, in essence, unacceptable. This might have been 
the first problem in the rejections of hypotheses 1 and 3. Retrospectively, we could have 
looked at individual items or combinations of the items to see if it were possible to have a 
better reliability.  
The participants reported feeling that they felt they had little power, M = 1.66, SD = 
.075. Since the feeling of power was low, we can safely assume the manipulation of being put 
in the low power condition was achieved. Additionally, we found a significant difference 
between the two conditions by means of the deservingness scale. Regardless of the fact that 
the deservingness measure had a low reliability, it still had a significant link with the 
manipulation. Therefore, because there was a significant link between the measurement of 
deservingness and the conditions and there was a significant difference between the two 
conditions, we could safely assume that the manipulation of condition was successfully 
achieved.  
As was expected and discovered, there was a significant difference in results between 
the deserving and undeserving conditions. However, there was no significant difference in the 
amount of schadenfreude experienced between the two conditions. This is disappointing 
especially because we know that the manipulation check worked and that the schadenfreude 
measure is reliable enough. While supporting the direct findings from Brigham et al. (1997) 
in that deservingness does not predict schadenfreude, it also indirectly supports the findings 
of van Dijk et al. (2005) and Feather (2010). Van Dijk et al. (2005) found that responsibility 
mediated deservingness and that responsibility did indeed affect the amount of schadenfreude 
felt. Similarly, Feather (2010) found that resentment affected the amount of schadenfreude 
measured and that resentment mediated deservingness. Like this, we can see that 
schadenfreude may indeed be affected by deservingness, however, it must be mediated by 
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another emotion. This is linked to the (marginally) significant result of the second hypothesis, 
namely, the perceived level of deservingness seeming to be a decent predictor of 
schadenfreude. Here, an unreliable deservingness measure was used which might have had an 
influence in the. Had this measurement scale been reliable, the result may have been a 
significant result rather than a marginally significant result. However, the result may be only 
marginally significant because deservingness is not a direct predictor of schadenfreude.  
The first hypothesis was rejected. There were no significant differences in envy 
between the two conditions meaning that no significantly more or less envy was felt in either 
condition. This might be an indication that envy is not actually related to schadenfreude in the 
sense that it may indeed be more extrinsic to the person than we originally thought. Even 
though it is a feeling that one has, it is extrinsically attributed to the fact that the other has 
something you do not. Another possible reason for this insignificant difference is the fact that 
our envy measure had low reliability. This might be because this measure has been used as 
both a sympathy measure and an envy measure (see van Dijk et al. (2005) and van Dijk et al., 
(2006)). Because the items we used were based on these studies as well as were translated 
into Dutch, some of the reliability may have been lost.  Interestingly, although insignificant, 
those in the undeserving condition indicated feeling less envy than those in the deserved 
condition, contrary to the original predictions.  
The third hypothesis was unfortunately also rejected. The unreliable measurement 
might be a reason why this relationship is insignificant. Envy, in this study, is therefore not a 
good predictor of schadenfreude. This is in line with the findings of Feather and Sherman 
(2002). They found that resentment rather than envy predicated schadenfreude. However, 
many previous studies show that there is indeed a link between envy and schadenfreude such 
as van Dijk et al. (2005) and van Dijk et al. (2006). The measurement of envy may simply 
need to be more precise. As van Dijk et al. (2006) find, envy as well as hostile feelings are 
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positively related to schadenfreude. This could indicate that it is not envy as a whole that can 
predict schadenfreude, by specifically, malicious envy. A measure designed to specifically 
measure malicious envy could be the key to finding whether or not (malicious) envy is a 
predictor of schadenfreude.   
Fortunately, the fourth hypothesis has been accepted.  Here, the fact that both the 
measurements for schadenfreude and self-threat were reliable seem to have definite influence, 
especially when compared to the other measurements and their consequences on the 
hypotheses. What is interesting here, as opposed to the other hypotheses and measurements is 
that self-threat is both related to one and the other. It is an emotional dynamic between a) 
feeling bad about oneself, b) feeling pleasure at another’s misfortune and, c) using that 
pleasurable emotion to bring one’s own self-view up. It is also a form of identification. As 
seen in van Dijk et al. (2010), the individuals that have experienced a threat (in this case 
being inferior to the other) have a greater need to mend their self-worth. In this experiment, 
schadenfreude may be seen as the tool that these participants use to mend their self-worth. 
This relationship can be seen in Figure 2. 
 
 All the significant pairs found in the MANOVA, are very interesting. Participants 
were less satisfied with the opponent winning than losing. More specifically, this means that 
the participants ‘preferred’ their opponent to lose rather than win. Since schadenfreude is 
pleasure in another’s’ downfall, the preference for the others’ downfall over rise might be 
seen as the first step towards schadenfreude. 
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The average of satisfaction of one’s own wins was more than the average satisfaction 
of one’s own losses. This difference was expected, but the significant difference is interesting 
in that it may indicate that the participant found it ‘important’ or ‘imperative’ to win. It 
means that this experimental game may have touched them deeply enough for them to 
actually care what the outcomes are: winning actually meant something even there was no 
real prize in the end. The competitive angle in the experiment was thus achieved even though 
all the participants knew that nothing was meant to be gained from winning within the 
experiment.  
The third pair combines aspects of the first two pairs. The participants are a) less 
satisfied with the opponent winning and b) more satisfied with themselves winning. This 
means that the participants found it important to be better than the opponent and were more 
satisfied for being so. This could be seen as an establishment of pride in themselves for 
achieving something better than the other.  The participant wants to be better than the 
opponent and therefore is less satisfied with more losses attributed to themselves than to their 
opponents. Because they strive to be better than their opponents, they will be more satisfied 
when their opponents lose more than themselves. This all reflects on the competitive edge of 
the experiment and also feelings attributed to the self and the other.  
What is interesting to point out is the fact that there is no significant difference in 
satisfaction between one’s own and the other’s wins but that there is a significant difference 
between one’s own and the other’s losses. This is also very much related to schadenfreude in 
that it is specific to failure. As schadenfreude is the positive feeling at another’s failure we 
can see here how this specifically has nothing to do with who is winning.  
Future studies may want to focus more on the dynamic between a mediator of 
deservingness and their influence on schadenfreude. To do so, they would need to develop 
and expand the experiment to include both high and low power individuals as well as include 
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a measure of responsibility, for instance. It would be interesting to know which mediator is 
best in predicting schadenfreude.  
The limitations in this experiment is that we only included low power individuals and 
some of our measurements were not reliable enough. Another interesting thing for future 
researchers to look into is the difference in threshold that one gives themselves and gives the 
other. It would be interesting to know why they think their opponent would be more risky 
than themselves.  
Conclusion 
One of the key concepts in this study is the process as a whole that builds to 
schadenfreude rather than the individual parts. As we can see, deservingness and envy alone 
are not enough to predict schadenfreude perhaps because they are feelings one has but 
characteristic to the other. Self-threat envelops more than just a feeling attributed to the other. 
Self-threat attributes negative feelings to the self, about the other and brings it back to the 
self. In this way schadenfreude and self-threat form a dynamic in which schadenfreude may 
help an individual restore their self-worth.  
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Appendix A: Recruitment poster 
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Appendix B: Informed consent 
 
 
 
Instemmingsformulier voor deelname aan onderzoek.  
 
Welkom bij ons onderzoek. Je gaat straks meedoen aan een onderzoek. In dit onderzoek word 
je gevraagd om: Een veilingspel en een kansspel te spelen met een andere deelnemer via 
internet. Na deze spellen zullen er nog wat vragen worden gesteld over jouw reacties tijdens 
het kansspel. In totaal neemt het onderzoek ongeveer 45 minuten in beslag. Voor je deelname 
aan dit onderzoek ontvang je in totaal 2 credits of €5,-. Je hebt tevens kans om een cadeaubon 
van €50,- van bol.com te winnen. Deze zal verloot worden onder alle deelnemers. Dit 
onderzoek is uitsluitend gericht op jouw mening. Er zijn dus geen goede of foute antwoorden. 
    
Deelname aan dit onderzoek is geheel vrijwillig. Je kunt op elk moment stoppen als je dat 
wilt en je hoeft daar geen reden voor op te geven. Alle gegevens worden anoniem bewaard en 
behandeld. Na afloop van het onderzoek zullen we je nog wat achtergrondinformatie geven 
over het onderzoek. Mocht je daarna nog vragen en/of opmerkingen hebben over het 
onderzoek, dan kun je je richten tot de contactpersoon (zie hieronder).  
 
Door op de onderstaande “akkoord [>>]” knop te klikken geef je aan dat je bovenstaande 
uitleg hebt gelezen, begrijpt en akkoord gaat met deelname aan dit onderzoek.  
 
Voor vragen en/of opmerkingen over dit onderzoek of voor klachten en vragen over je 
rechten als deelnemer over dit onderzoek kun je contact opnemen met Dr. Lasana Harris: - 
l.t.harris@fsw.leidenuniv.nl 071 – 527 3818 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire 
Power 
 Sterk 
oneens 
(1) 
Oneens 
(2) 
Een 
beetje 
oneens 
(3) 
Niet 
eens of 
oneens 
(4) 
Een 
beetje 
eens (5) 
Eens 
(6) 
Sterk 
eens (7) 
Ik had het 
gevoel dat ik 
controle had 
(1) 
              
Ik had het 
gevoel dat ik 
in een 
machtspositie 
zat (2) 
              
 
Sympathy/Envy 
 Sterk 
oneens 
(1) 
Oneens 
(2) 
Een 
beetje 
oneens 
(3) 
Niet 
eens of 
oneens 
(4) 
Een 
beetje 
eens (5) 
Eens (6) Sterk 
eens (7) 
Ik zou graag 
in de positie 
van de ander 
willen zitten 
(5) 
              
Ik heb 
medelijden 
met mijn 
tegenstander 
wat betreft 
de 
uitkomsten 
(7) 
              
Ik vind het 
jammer voor 
de ander wat 
betreft zijn 
uitkomst (10) 
              
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Self-threat 
 Sterk 
oneens 
(1) 
Oneens 
(2) 
Een 
beetje 
oneens 
(3) 
Niet 
eens of 
oneens 
(4) 
Een 
beetje 
eens 
(5) 
Eens 
(6) 
Sterk 
eens 
(7) 
Ik voel me minder 
goed als ik mijn 
resultaten met die 
van de ander 
vergelijk (1) 
              
Ik vind de 
uitkomsten 
betreurenswaardig 
als ik het vergelijk 
met de ander. (2) 
              
 
Deserving 
 Sterk 
oneens 
(1) 
Oneens 
(2) 
Een 
beetje 
oneens 
(3) 
Niet 
eens of 
oneens 
(4) 
Een 
beetje 
eens (5) 
Eens (6) Sterk 
eens (7) 
Ik vond de 
macht 
oneerlijk (1) 
              
Ik vond de 
macht 
verdiend (2) 
              
Ik vond de 
macht 
rechtvaardig 
(3) 
              
Ik vond de 
uitkomsten 
rechtvaardig 
(4) 
              
Ik vind dat 
de ander 
zijn 
uitkomsten 
heeft 
verdiend (5) 
              
Ik dacht: 
boontje 
komt om 
zijn loontje 
(6) 
              
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Schadenfreude 
 Sterk 
oneens 
(1) 
Oneens 
(2) 
Een 
beetje 
oneens 
(3) 
Niet 
eens of 
oneens 
(4) 
Een 
beetje 
eens (5) 
Eens (6) Sterk 
eens (7) 
Om het leed 
van een 
succesvol 
persoon kan 
ik best lachen 
(1) 
              
Als iemand 
met veel 
succes een 
keertje een 
tegenslag 
heeft, geeft 
dat mij soms 
voldoening 
(2) 
              
Dat 
succesvolle 
mensen ook 
wel eens 
problemen 
hebben, is 
soms best 
vermakelijk 
om te horen 
(3) 
              
Als een 
succesvol 
persoon iets 
vervelends 
overkomt, 
kan ik een 
kleine 
glimlach 
maar moeilijk 
onderdrukken 
(4) 
              
Als een 
succesvol 
persoon faalt, 
kan ik daar 
best plezier 
om hebben 
(5) 
              
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 Sterk 
oneens 
(1) 
Oneens 
(2) 
Een 
beetje 
oneens 
(3) 
Niet 
eens of 
oneens 
(4) 
Een 
beetje 
eens (5) 
Eens 
(6) 
Sterk 
eens 
(7) 
Wanneer het 
iemands 
verdiende loon 
is, kan ik best 
lachen als hij of 
zij faalt (6) 
              
Als hij of zij dit 
verdient, kan 
een tegenslag 
van een 
persoon mij 
soms 
voldoening 
geven (7) 
              
Als er sprake is 
van 
gerechtigheid, 
vind ik de 
problemen van 
een ander soms 
best vermakelijk 
(8) 
              
Als iemand die 
het verdient iets 
vervelends 
overkomt, kan 
ik daar best 
plezier om 
hebben (9) 
              
Bij het 
gerechtvaardigd 
leed van een 
ander kan ik 
een kleine 
glimlach maar 
moeilijk 
onderdrukken 
(10) 
              
 
POWER, ENVY & SCHADENFREUDE     31 
 
 Sterk 
oneens 
(1) 
Oneens 
(2) 
Een 
beetje 
oneens 
(3) 
Niet 
eens of 
oneens 
(4) 
Een 
beetje 
eens (5) 
Eens 
(6) 
Sterk 
eens (7) 
Als ik iemand 
niet mag, kan 
ik best lachen 
om zijn of 
haar 
problemen 
(11) 
              
Als een 
vervelend 
persoon een 
tegenslag 
heeft, geeft 
dat mij soms 
voldoening 
(12) 
              
Wanneer ik 
iemand niet 
kan uitstaan, 
vind ik het 
soms best 
vermakelijk 
als hij of zij 
faalt (13) 
              
Bij het leed 
van een 
onaardig 
persoon kan 
ik een kleine 
glimlach 
maar moeilijk 
onderdrukken 
(14) 
              
Als een 
onsympathiek 
persoon iets 
vervelends 
overkomt, 
kan ik daar 
best plezier 
om hebben 
(15) 
              
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Appendix D: Debriefing 
 
 
 
Hieronder vind je een korte uitleg over de achtergrond van het onderzoek. 
 
Deze studie onderzocht hoe mensen zich voelden over negatieve resultaten van een ander 
waarbij de macht van de ander verdiend of onverdiend was. In het ene geval, verdiende deze 
persoon het om invloed te hebben over jouw uitkomst, terwijl in het andere geval de persoon 
het niet verdiende. De andere persoon had invloed op uw uitkomsten waarbij ze besloten of u 
een gok zou moeten spelen of niet. U werd geacht om te geloven dat dit daadwerkelijk een 
ander persoon was, terwijl in feite alle beslissingen via de computer voorgeprogrammeerd 
waren. Daardoor was er geen andere menselijke partner, alleen de computer. Het was de 
bedoeling dat u geloofde dat er een andere persoon aanwezig was om het spel meer 
geloofwaardigheid te geven. Eerder onderzoek toont aan dat spellen spelen tegen computers 
minder sterke reacties oproepen dan spelen tegen een andere persoon. Om deze reden wilden 
wij u laten geloven dat je aan het spelen was tegen een ander persoon. We waren vooral 
geïnteresseerd in de vraag of verdiende of onverdiende macht van een ander persoon invloed 
heeft op de hoeveelheid leedvermaak naar deze persoon toe. Hierbij willen we onderzoeken 
of negatieve uitkomsten van mensen met onverdiende macht leidde tot meer leedvermaak dan 
negatieve uitkomsten van mensen met verdiende macht. Dit zou voor ons onderzoek 
inhouden dat men meer positieve emoties vertoont als de andere persoon een negatieve 
uitkomst heeft als die ander de machtspositie niet verdiend heeft dan als die ander de 
machtspositie wel verdiend heeft. En wees gerust: iedere deelnemer aan dit onderzoek krijgt 
zometeen uiteraard het geld (5 euro) of de credits (2 credits) dat hem/haar was toegezegd 
voor deelname aan dit onderzoek. U kunt uw informatie op de volgende pagina achterlaten.  
 
Nogmaals dank voor je deelname. Gelieve de achtergrond van het onderzoek niet met 
eventuele andere deelnemers bespreken tot het onderzoek is afgelopen. Voor vragen en/of 
opmerkingen over dit onderzoek of voor klachten en vragen over je rechten als deelnemer 
over dit onderzoek kun je contact opnemen met onderstaande persoon. 
 
Dr. Lasana Harris: - l.t.harris@fsw.leidenuniv.nl 071 – 527 3818 
 
 
 
